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Abstract Crescent-shaped electron distributions perpendicular to the magnetic field are an important
indicator of the electron diffusion region in magnetic reconnection. They can be formed by the electron
finite gyroradius effect at plasma boundaries or by demagnetized electron motion. In this study, we present
Magnetospheric Multiscale mission observations of electron crescents at the flank magnetopause on 20
September 2017, where reconnection signatures are not observed. These agyrotropic electron distributions
are generated by electron gyromotion at the thin electron-scale magnetic boundaries of a magnetic
minimum after magnetic curvature scattering. The variation of their angular range in the perpendicular
plane is in good agreement with predictions. Upper hybrid waves are observed to accompany the electron
crescents at all four Magnetospheric Multiscale spacecraft as a result of the beam-plasma instability
associated with these agyrotropic electron distributions. This study suggests electron crescents can be more
frequently formed at the magnetopause.
Plain Language Summary In this study, we present Magnetospheric Multiscale mission
observations of electron crescents at the flank magnetopause and these agyrotropic electron distributions
are formed at thin electron-scale magnetic boundaries after electron pitch angle scattering by the curved
magnetic field. These results suggest that agyrotropic electron distributions can be more frequently formed
at the magnetopause: (1) magnetic reconnection is not necessary, although electron crescents are taken
as one of the observational signatures of the electron diffusion region, and (2) agyrotropic electron
distributions can cover a large local time range to the flank magnetopause. In addition, upper hybrid
waves accompanied with the electron crescents are observed as a result of the beam-plasma interaction
associated with these agyrotropic electron distributions. This suggests that high-frequency waves play a
role in electron dynamics through wave-particle interactions.
1. Introduction
Charged particles gyrate around magnetic field lines under the Lorentz force, typically forming gyrotropic
distributions in the plane perpendicular to the magnetic field. These gyrotropic distributions may not sur-
vive either when a plasma/magnetic field boundary has a width comparable to the particle's gyroradius
(𝜌 = mv⟂qB ) due to finite gyroradius effect or when the particles become decoupled from the magnetic field.
The observations for ion's agyrotropic distributions have been widely reported (e.g., Graham et al., 2017a;
Phan et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2016, and reference therein). On the other hand, due to electron's small mass,
such agyrotropic distributions of electrons are difficult to investigate in space because in situ measurements
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in previous space missions are too slow to electron scales. However, the recently launched Magnetospheric
Multiscale (MMS) mission (Burch et al., 2016), measuring charged particle orders of magnitude faster, pro-
vides a good opportunity to explore electron-scale physics (e.g., Burch & Phan, 2016; Chen et al., 2016;
Lavraud et al., 2016; Phan et al., 2018; Khotyaintsev et al., 2016).
One of the most active regions for electrons in space is the electron diffusion region (EDR) of magnetic
reconnection, where magnetic energy converts to particle energy rapidly. In and near EDRs observed by
MMS at the dayside magnetopause, crescent-shaped agyrotropic electron distributions perpendicular to the
magnetic field have been observed at themagnetospheric side of the EDR (e.g., Burch et al., 2016; Chen et al.,
2016; Webster et al., 2018) as a result of electron meandering motion in the thin magnetic field reversal
(Lapenta et al., 2017), which are consistent with particle simulations (e.g., Bessho et al., 2017; Hesse et al.,
2014; Shay et al., 2016). The crescent electrons have a cutoff energy, depending on the electric field in the nor-
mal direction and the penetration distance from the separatrix (Egedal et al., 2016), so that they are not filled
in at lower energies. Electron crescents were also found at the magnetosheath side of the Hall region during
an MMS near-EDR crossing (Norgren et al., 2016) owing to electron finite gyroradius effect. These electron
crescents can become oblique due to the presence of the parallel electric field (Burch & Phan, 2016) or the
electron inertia if the magnetic field lines rotate rapidly (Egedal et al., 2018). Therefore, agyrotropic electron
crescents, along with other signatures (such as intense current density and enhanced energy dissipation),
are taken as direct observational indicators of an EDR or near-EDR event (e.g., Fuselier et al., 2017;
Webster et al., 2018). These agyrotropic electron distributions (electron beams and/or crescents) can also
behave as a source for electron diffusion and thermalization near the EDR through wave-particle interac-
tions, as they are unstable to generate high-frequency plasma waves (e.g., upper hybrid, UH, or Langmuir
waves; Burch et al., 2018; Graham et al., 2017b).
However, the generation of agyrotropic electron crescents by electron finite gyroradius effect is not neces-
sarily related to the reconnection EDR, if electrons cross a thin electron-scale magnetic/plasma boundary
through gyromotion. In this study, we report such a case at the flank magnetopause. Crescent-shaped agy-
rotropic electron distributions are formed at the thin electron-scale magnetic boundaries after electron
pitch angle scattering by the curved magnetic field. UH waves accompanied with the electron crescents
are identified. This observation suggests that the electron crescents can be more frequently formed at the
magnetopause.
2. Observations
We investigate a magnetopause crossing of MMS between 23:41:40 and 23:42:20 UT on 20 September 2017.
During this crossing, the four MMS spacecraft were located at the duskside flank magnetopause, and the
position in the geocentric solar magnetospheric (GSM) coordinate is approximately [−10.9, 20.6, 1.3] Earth
radii (RE; Figure 1a). The spacecraft were in a tetrahedron formation with an average separation of ∼20 km
(Figure 1b). We use ion and electron data from the fast plasma investigation (Pollock et al., 2016), magnetic
field data from the fluxgate magnetometer (Russell et al., 2014), and electric field data from electric field
double probes (Ergun et al., 2014; Lindqvist et al., 2014). All data are presented in high-resolution burst
mode, and the regular burst mode resolution for electrons is 30 ms.
Figure 1 shows an overview of the outbound magnetopause crossing. The MMS spacecraft are initially
located at the magnetospheric side, characterized by low plasma density (Figure 1d), weak ion velocity
(Figure 1e), and an energetic magnetospheric ion population (∼10 keV; Figure 1i). At the magnetosheath
side, the plasma ismuch denser, colder, andmoves tailward at a speed (−VX ) of∼240 km/s. Between 23:41:55
and 23:42:05 UT, the plasma parameters are in a transition state from the magnetosphere to the magne-
tosheath, which are bounded by two large magnetic field rotations (Figure 1c). Within the yellow-shaded
time interval, MMS observes deep magnetic field depressions and large electron bulk flows (Figures 1c and
1g), which are the focus of this study.
A detailed plot is then presented in Figure 2, and the vectors have been transformed into the local boundary
normal LMNcoordinates based onminimumvariance analysis ofB between 23:41:53.00 and 23:41:56.50UT.
Here L= [−0.50, 0.86, 0.07] is the direction of the maximum variance of the magnetic field,N= [0.83, 0.45,
0.34] is the minimum variance direction, andM = [−0.25, −0.23, 0.94] completes the third orthogonal axis.
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Figure 1. Overview of MMS crossings at the flank magnetopause. (a) Equatorial projection of MMS orbit in geocentric
solar magnetospheric is from 20-09-2017/22:00 UT to 21-09-2017/02:00 UT, and the diamond marks the starting
position. (b) MMS spacecraft relative positions. (c) Magnetic field. (d) Ion and electron number density. (e) Ion bulk
velocity. (f) Ion parallel and perpendicular temperature. (g) Electron bulk velocity. (h) Electron parallel and
perpendicular temperature. (i) Ion differential energy flux. (j) Electron differential energy flux. A detailed plot of the
yellow-shaded time interval is presented in Figure 2. MMS = Magnetospheric Multiscale.
From four-spacecraft timing method of BL, the boundary speed is estimated to be V ≈ − 85× [0.79, 0.61,
0.12] km/s (GSM), roughly aligned with N. The thickness of the entire current sheet (between 23:41:54.1
and 23:31:56.0 UT) is thus about 160 km, which is comparable to the ion thermal gyroradius (𝜌i ≈ 140 km).
During the current sheet crossing, no fast ion jet is observed (Figure 2d). A clear magnetic field depression
is detected in the central current sheet, and its minimummagnitude is about 1.9 nT (Figure 2a). At the two
edges of this depressedmagnetic field region (marked by two vertical black lines in Figure 2), there are strong
electric fields and large electron bulk flows (Figures 2b and 2e). The electrons follow E × B drift motion
during the current sheet crossing (not shown). The current density is calculated from particle moments
(Figure 2f) and reaches a maximum of 850 nA/m2, which is quantitatively consistent with the magnetic
depressions if simply assuming a planar current sheets geometry at the two edges. The energy dissipation in
the electron rest frame (J ·E′ = J ·E + Ve × B), presented in the satellite spin plane (Figure 2g), represents
the rate of nonideal energy conversion from themagnetic field to the particles. The variation of J ·E′ is small,
and its value is zero on average.
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Figure 2.MMS observations around the magnetic minima in LMN coordinate. The left column: (a) Magnetic field. (b)
Electric field. (c) Number density of ion and electron, and the partial electron density with pitch angles between two
dashed lines in panel (i). (d) Ion velocity. (e) Electron velocity. (f) Electric current calculated from FPI particle
moments. (g) Energy dissipation (J · E′ ) in the satellite spin plane, (h) Magnetic curvature radius (Rc). (i) Adiabatic
parameter defined by 𝜅2 = Rc∕𝜌e. (j) Electron pitch angle distributions of all energies. The two vertical black lines
mark the peak of the current densities near the magnetic minima. The right column: 3-D views of (k) magnetic field
and (l) electron velocity vectors. MMS = Magnetospheric Multiscale.
Since the magnetic field varies dramatically in this time interval, we estimate the magnetic curvature radius
(Rc; Figure 2h), defined by
Rc
R2c
= (BB · ∇)
B
B . It starts to decrease from 23:41:54.10 UT and reaches to its
minimum (∼66 km) inside the depressed magnetic region. When Rc is on the order of the gyroradius of
a particle, the particle pitch angle scattering should occur (Büchner & Zelenyi, 1989). Following Lavraud
et al. (2016) and Zhang et al. (2016), we define an adiabatic parameter 𝜅2 = Rc∕𝜌e, and 𝜅2 values for four
different electron energies are shown in Figure 2i. From 23:41:54.10 UT, the 𝜅2 values approach 25 (the dash
line), suggesting that electron curvature scattering occurs, and inside the magnetic minimum region, the
𝜅2 values are well below 10 (the dotted line), implying that the electron orbits are chaotic as predicted by
theory (Büchner&Zelenyi, 1989). Thismeans that the electronmagneticmoment is notwell conserved as an
adiabatic invariant. Taking the maximummagnetic field strength of this interval (∼16.2 nT) as a reference,
the expected pitch angle of an adiabatic electron population should always stay above/below the two white
dashed lines in Figure 2j. However, there are some electrons identified between the two dashed lines as a
result of electron pitch angle scatteringwhen 𝜅2 values are low enough from23:41:54.10UT, and the electron
pitch angle mixing is more evident inside the magnetic minimum as expected. We estimate the density of
scattered electrons with pitch angles between the two dashed lines and present it with a blue line (Ne′ ) in
Figure 2c. It is found that nearly all electrons have been scattered in the magnetic minimum region.
The vectors of the magnetic field and electron bulk velocity for the four spacecraft in a three-dimensional
view are plotted in Figures 2k and 2l, revealing large electron flows in the opposite direction at the two
edges of the magnetic minimum. The similarity of the magnetic field and electron flow structures, although
they are crossed at slightly different times by the respective spacecraft, suggests that the spatial scale of the
observed structure is larger than MMS separations. The formation of this magnetic minimum is currently
not clear.
Considering that the regular 30-ms electron measurement cannot well resolve the electron behaviors at
the edges of the magnetic minimum, whose duration is about 0.1 s, we use higher-resolution 7.5-ms elec-
tron data (Rager et al., 2018) to investigate the electron behaviors around the magnetic minimum. The
thin electron-scale boundaries (Figure 3a) separate two different electron populations inside/outside the
magnetic minimum. The electrons inside the magnetic minimum are more isotropic due to the strong mag-
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Figure 3. Electron distributions around the magnetic minima. (a) Magnetic field magnitude. (b) Electron density. (c)
Agyrotropy measure (
√
Q). (d) Electron pitch angle distributions of all energies. (e-o) Electron pitch angle distributions
of energy channels from 42 to 634 eV. (p1–p6) Six selected electron distributions in the perpendicular plane
(vE⟂ − vE×B). (q1–q6) The electron distributions in the plane (vE×B − vB). The vectors “N” and “k” denote the
projected normal direction and the propagation direction of upper hybrid waves discussed later. (r) A cartoon of the
electron finite gyroradius effect under the uniform magnetic field. (s) The relation between the opening angle of the
agyrotropic electrons (𝜃) and the distance to the boundary (h).
netic curvature scattering, while the electrons are distributed more into the field-aligned direction outside
(Figure 3c). At these narrowmagnetic boundaries, electrons near 90◦ pitch angles extend from the depressed
magnetic region, and this tendency ismuch clearer for relatively high-energy electrons (Figures 3e–3k). This
can be explained by the electron finite gyroradius effect (Figure 3r), which shows how electrons inside the
magneticminimum can cross themagnetic boundary due to gyromotion, and this feature ismore significant
for higher-energy electrons with larger gyroradius.
These electrons at the thin magnetic boundary will form agyrotropic distributions perpendicular to the
magnetic field according to the finite gyroradius effect. Crescent-shaped electron distributions can also be
generated if these agyrotropic electrons are well separated from the core distributions. Figures 3p1–3p3 and
3p4–3p6 present such distributions at the two boundaries of the magnetic minimum in the perpendicular
plane (vE⟂ − vE×B) with the projection of N direction, and the agyrotropic electrons are mainly observed
near 90◦ pitch angles as expected (Figures 3q1–3q6). Basically, the angular range (or the opening angle)
of the agyrotropic electron distributions in the perpendicular plane decreases and their phase space den-
sity becomes smaller as these electrons go further from the magnetic boundary. In addition, the agyrotropic
electron distributions are roughly oriented in the opposite directions at the two edges as a result of elec-
tron gyromotion from the projectedN direction (Figures 3p1–3p6), consistent with electron flows shown in
Figure 2. Similar agyrotropic electron distributions have been revealed by all MMS spacecraft. The measure
of electron agyrotropy,
√
Q (Swisdak, 2016) in Figure 3c, remains small at the magnetospheric boundary,
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Figure 4. Upper hybrid waves associated with electron crescents. (a) Magnetic field magnitude of all MMS spacecraft
and four color bars denote the time interval of the agyrotropic electron distributions. (b–d) MMS1 observations: electric
field in field-aligned coordinate, spectral power density of the perpendicular electric field, and the parallel electric field.
(e–g), (h–j), and (k–m): The same format for MMS2, MMS3, and MMS4. (n) Hodograms of Emax versus Emin of MMS1,
and the red line is B direction. (o) Power spectrum of the electric field (the red dashed line is fpe). (p) One-dimensional
electron distributions along k (black) and -k (red) during the electron crescent interval. The blue dashed line is a
two-Maxwellian fit to the black curve, and the yellow-shaded region indicates the domain of electron speeds trapped by
the wave potential. (q) The wave frequency (𝜔) and the linear growth rate (𝛾) predicted from the fitted distribution.
MMS = Magnetospheric Multiscale.
which can be attributed to the fact that the agyrotropic electron distributions cannot significantly contribute
to the pressure tensor of the total distribution (Norgren et al., 2016).
Taking electrons of 5,000 km/s as a reference, the opening angle of the agyrotropic electrons indicated by
the black lines is illustrated (Figures 3p1–3p6). Electrons with a particular velocity and gyroradius (Ve and
𝜌e) can only be detected inside a limited angle range (𝜃, the opening angle) at the distance h (h < 𝜌e) from
the boundary (Figure 3r). The relation between h and 𝜃 can be written as h = 𝜌e cos(
𝜃
2 ) from geometry, and
it has been further checked by the 7.5-ms electron data at these two boundaries (black and red symbols in
Figure 3s). The errors of the normalized distance come from the nonuniform magnetic field, while the hor-
izontal bars indicate uncertainties in determining the open angles of the agyrotropic electron distributions.
In general, good agreement is found between observations and predictions (the dotted green line) of the
finite gyroradius effect.
These agyrotropic electron distributions are not in equilibrium state, if crescent distributions are presented
(i.e., Figures 3p6 and 3q6). The existence of a positive slope in electron velocity distributions (+ 𝜕𝑓
𝜕v ) is
unstable for plasma waves (e.g., Graham et al., 2017b; Landau, 1946). At the magnetosheath boundary of
the magnetic minimum, all MMS spacecraft observe wave activities accompanied with electron crescents
indicated by different color bars (Figure 4a). Figures 4b–4d show the waveform of the high-frequencyE per-
pendicular and parallel to B of MMS1 and the related spectrogram of E. The wave electric field is almost in
the perpendicular direction with a peak wave amplitude at ∼ 12 mV/m and the wave frequency close to the
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plasma frequency (fpe = 16.6 kHz). These waves then are identified as UH waves (Graham et al., 2017b).
Similar wave features are observed by the other MMS spacecraft.
Properties of the UH waves are further investigated. Based on minimum variance analysis of the wave elec-
tric field, we can find the electric fields in the maximum (Emax) and intermediate and minimum (Emin)
variance directions and present the hodogram of the waveform (Emax and Emin) in Figure 4n. The ratio
among the maximum, intermediate, and minimum eigenvalues is about 500:6:1, suggesting that the wave-
form is almost one dimensional and linearly polarized. Due to the electrostatic nature of the UH waves,
the wave k vector is aligned with maximum variance direction, pointing to the unstable electron crescent
(Figures 3p4–3p6). The propagation direction k∕k is determined to be [−0.57, −0.36, −0.74] (GSM), which
is about 96◦ from B. One-dimensional electron distributions along k and -k are shown in Figure 4p. The
crescent, with a positive slope in electron velocity distributions, is the only apparent energy source of the
UH waves, and the estimated energy density of the crescent (ncmev2c∕2 ≈ 1. × 10−12 J/m3, and the param-
eters are estimated from the fitting below) is orders of magnitude larger than the wave energy density
(𝜖0|E|2∕2 ≈ 7. × 10−16 J/m3).
By fitting the observed electron distribution along k into two Maxwellian distributions (the dotted blue line
in Figure 4p) and assuming that the electrons are weakly magnetized as wave frequency is much larger
than the electron gyrofrequency (𝛺e), we solve the linear dispersion equation in waves in homogeneous,
anisotropic, multicomponent plasmas (Rönnmark, 1982) and show the predicted wave mode in Figure 4q.
Themode has amaximum linear growth range of 𝛾 =0.05𝜔pe ≈ 3∼ 6𝛺e around𝜔 = 𝜔pe, allowingwaves to
grow fast. At the peak 𝛾 , the wavelength 𝜆 ≈ 240 m or 10 𝜆D (𝜆D is the Debye length), which is much smaller
than the electron gyroradius. The wave speed (vph) then is estimated at 4,500 km/s. From the estimated vph
and the observed Emax, the wave potential (𝛷) is about 0.6 V. Electrons with speed vT = vph ±
√
2qeΦ∕me ≈
[4.5 ± 0.5] × 103 km/s can be trapped by waves (shaded by the yellow region in Figure 4p), which overlaps
most of the positive slope in the electron distribution. Thus, the positive slope can be relaxed bywave-particle
interactions, as suggested by Graham et al. (2017b).
3. Discussion and Summary
We presented MMS observations at Earth's flank magnetopause on 20 September 2017. During the mag-
netopause crossing, highly curved magnetic field lines with a magnetic minimum are identified, whose
curvature radius is comparable to the electron gyroradius. Thus, the electron pitch angle mixing occurs
due to the curvature scattering, and the scattered electron density inside the magnetic minimum is close to
the total electron density. Agyrotropic electron distributions are then found at the two thin electron-scale
boundaries of the magnetic minimum due to electron gyromotion. With the help of 7.5-ms MMS data, a
quantitative analysis of the opening angle of these agyrotropic electron distributionswas performed, indicat-
ing that the angular range of the agyrotropic electron distributions decreases with distance.We note that this
opening angle variation also depends on the electron energy, but we only investigate the opening angle of
the agyrotropic electrons at its typical energy (∼70 eV or 5,000 km/s) as presented in Figure 4q. The reasons
are as follows: (1) we emphasize the electron gyromotion to create the agyrotropic electron distributions,
but the electron drift motion is ignored when estimating the opening angle, which is around 1,000 km/s at
the two thin magnetic boundaries. To make this assumption more reliable, we should select electrons with
a speed much larger than the drift speed. (2) Due to the wave-particle interactions, some electrons around
the UH wave speed could be transported from higher energies when relaxing the positive slope in the elec-
tron velocity distributions. These wave-particle interactions limit the electron energy selection to analyze
the opening angle of the agyrotropic electron distributions.
Previous studies have revealed the agyrotropic electron crescent distributions in the EDR or near-EDR
region during magnetic reconnection, and therefore, they are taken as one of the observational signatures
of an EDR and near-EDR event (e.g., Fuselier et al., 2017; Webster et al., 2018). However, signatures of fast
reconnection are lacking in this event, though the magnetic shear of the overall current sheet is approx-
imately 140◦: (1) MMS do not observe large ion jets in the maximum magnetic shear direction (vi,L), (2)
electrons still follow the E × B drift motion, (3) the lacking of positive J · E′ (Figure 2g) indicates that the
conversion from magnetic energy to particle energy is weak, (4) the agyrotropic electrons cannot be well
separated from the core distribution (Figures 3p3 and 3p4) until they gyrate further away from themagnetic
boundary (Figures 3p1 and 3p6). The typical energy of crescent electrons is about 70 eV (Figure 4q), which
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is similar to the background sheath electrons (Figure 1j). This indicates that the electron energization in this
event is not obvious, which is significantly different from the process in the reconnection EDR (e.g., Argall
et al., 2018; Burch et al., 2016; Chen et al., 2016). (5) The agyrotropic electrons here are mainly distributed
around the perpendicular plane. These agyrotropic distributions are explained by electron gyromotion at
thin electron-scale boundaries and could be different from the EDR cases, where the transition from per-
pendicular crescents into parallel crescents has been observed owing to the parallel electric field and/or the
electron inertia (Burch et al., 2016; Egedal et al., 2018). Based on the observations above, we conclude that
reconnection here is not active, and a similar electron-scale current sheet without bursty reconnection sig-
natures has been reported in the magnetotail (Wang et al., 2018). Hence, the electron crescents can form at
the magnetopause more frequently, where reconnection is not necessary, and cover a large local time range
to the flank region.
The average separation of the four MMS spacecraft is about 20 km, which is larger than the electron gyrora-
dius at the observed crescents (∼ 4.5 km) and the wavelength of UHwaves (∼240m), but all MMS spacecraft
have observed similar magnetic field structures, electron crescent distributions, and UH waves. Though
the wave amplitude recorded by other three MMS spacecraft (>20 mV/m) is larger than that at MMS1, the
wave propagation directions among these spacecraft, with a difference less than 20◦, are all aligned with the
electron crescents. This indicates that UH waves can be excited along the thin magnetic boundary within
a length much longer than MMS separations. The estimated wave potential (0.6 V or higher) can relax the
positive slope of electron distributions and thus thermalize electrons. Actually, these UH waves and other
high-frequency electrostatic waves are frequently found at the magnetopause (Graham et al., 2018).
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